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Firstman in the eastern Finland - an Early Mesolithic inland site with a
red-ochre grave in Joensuu Rahakangas
Background
Until recently eastern Finland has been devoid of
archaeological finds from the postglacial pioneer period,
although it was one of the first areas exposed after the
retreat of the Continental Ice Sheet. This vacuum seems
especially odd in the light of the recent early postglacial
finds from northernmost Fennoscandia representing Post-
Swiderian people of southeastern origin. This situation calls
for a survey, excavation and dating programme in the
eastern Finland, which was a potential route of the Post-
Swiderian pioneers to the northern Finland and Arctic coast.
Until the 1990's, the only preboreal settlement sites in
Finland were known on the former northern shores of the
Ancylus Lake, in Lahti region. The first preboreal sites in the
eastern Finland were discovered during 1990's and 2000's in
North Savo, South Karelia and Karelian Isthmus, all situated
by the Ancylus Lake.
Rahakangas site
In 2003, a group of sites were discovered in the former
shores of a drained Lake Sarvinki, near Joensuu, eastern
Finland. In one of the sites, Rahakangas, a housepit was
discovered. From a test-pit, a piece of burnt elk bone was
radiocarbon dated and its result is among the oldest
radiocarbon datings from archaeological sites in Finland. A
project was launched in order to organize excavations at the
site and to gain more material of the pioneer settlement in
the eastern Finland.
Search for the eastern route
The search for these eastern arrivals has now begun in the
eastern Finland with the excavation in Rahakangas,
continuing also in 2010. In addition, a new project has been
launched to radiocarbon date burnt bones from previously
known sites in eastern Lapland and northern Karelia with
some supplementary survey in northern Karelia.
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Figure 1. Ancylus Lake stage of the Baltic c. 8500 calBC and some Early
Mesolithic sites with radiocarbon dates predating c. 8400 calBC
(median value). Rahakangas site is marked with red circle. The
Continental Ice Sheet and the shorelines of the Baltic and Atlantic coast
according to Johan Daniels/SGU. White Sea and the lakes are drawn
according to their present shorelines.
Concluding remarks
Rahakangas site is filling the gap between the early
postglacial settlement sites in southern Finland and
northernmost parts of eastern Fennoscandia. Radiocarbon
dates suggest that colonization had proceeded to northern
Karelia by c. 9100-8600 calBC implicating that southern and
eastern Finland were inhabited almost simultaneously. This
suggests that the general direction of the colonization was
from SE to NW, and that the eastern direction played a
significant role in the colonization process.
The Rahakangas site radiocarbon dates and finds strengthen
the picture that flint is found at the Early Mesolithic sites, a
pattern that does not prevail later. Prior to Rahakangas,
Early Mesolithic radiocarbon evidence for flint finds has
been available only for two sites in Finland.
The grave of a child, or a juvenile, implicates the presence of
families, and suggests that the site was a residential site
rather than a hunting camp. If the grave is related to the
earliest phase of the site occupation, it may be possible to
track even the earlier traces of initial scouting activity in the
area in the future.
Figure .3 The excavation produced 827 pieces of quartz and 29 pieces
of flint. Most of the flints are small flakes and chips deriving probably
from tool sharpening. Two matching fragments of a retouched blade
were found, too. The flint material hints to the eastern, carboniferous
origin and to the complexes of Butovo and Veretye, while quartz is
apparently of local origin. The dominance of quartz over flint may
evidence the adaptation phase of the settlement, or it tells that the
dwellers came from an area, where the use of quartz instead of flint
was not a novelty anymore, ie. East Karelia. Photo by P. Pesonen
Figure 2a-d. The area stained with red-ochre was only 70 x 40 cm in maximum
and there was no evidence of a larger pit around it. In the red-ochre, at least
three fragmented teeth and several pieces of tooth enamel were discovered.
According to a preliminary judgment by an osteologist, the teeth belong to a
child or a juvenile. An AMS-dating from charcoal pieces in the filling of the
grave gives a Late Mesolithic date which is not in accordance with the rest of
the datings. Nevertheless, the grave is the oldest one with preserved human
osteological material in Finland. Photos by J.Palm, E.Hertell & P. Pesonen.








Hela-2 380 b urnt elk b on e 9461 ± 61 -28,3 9102-8 635
Hela-8 82 b urnt elk b on e 9405 ± 80 -28,1 8787-8 567
Hela-2 379 charcoal / grav e 7726 ± 58 -27,0 6603-6 485
Table 1. Three radiocarbon dates have been gained from the
Rahakangas site. The datings of the burnt bone are among the oldest
ones dating human occupation in Finland.
Excavation 2009
In 2009, two small trenches were opened at the site. It was
soon realized, that despite some later activities on the site
(Late Stone Age ceramics, Historical Period fire-place), the
Early Mesolithic site was relatively well preserved and
unmixed. The find material consists of flint, quartz, slate,
burnt bone and pieces of red ochre. The selection of species
in the burnt bone material is very typical for the inland Stone
Age sites in Finland and reflects the location of the
settlement by a lake in boreal forest zone, e.g. elk, beaver,
pine marten, willow grouse, pike and perch.
No clear evidence of the pithouse structure was gained, but
it seems that it could have been similar in construction as
the semisubterranean houses from the Late Mesolithic
onwards. However, the most interesting discovery was a
red-ochre grave lying under the dwelling remains.
